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MULTIMODAL ARGUMENTS, TECHNOLOGY, AND SOCIAL ISSUES: 
 A FORMATIVE EXPERIMENT  
Emily Howell, Tracy Butler, and David Reinking 
Clemson University 
Literacy Research Association Conference, December 2014, Paper Presentation 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE: MULTILITERACIES 
THREE PREMISES 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE: RECENT 
MULTIMODALITY AND SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 
MULTIMODALITY AND SEMIOTICS 
Center for 
Multimodal Research 
at University of 
London 
Gunther Kress, Co-
director 
Jeff Bezemer, Co-
director 
Richard Andrews, 
Institute Member 
Carey Jewitt, Institute 
Member 
John Yandell, 
Institute Member 
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SEMIOTICS AND SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 
SEMIOTICS SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 
MULTIMODAL COMPOSING 
MULTIPLE MODES 
 
Modes 
Audio 
• Music 
• Sound effects 
Spatial 
• Architecture 
• Environment 
Gestural 
• Body Language 
• Sensuality 
Visual 
• Page layout 
• Images 
Linguistic 
• Vocabulary 
• Delivery 
Multimodal 
 
(NLG, 1996) 
STUDIES ON 
MULTIMODAL 
COMPOSING 
Engagement 
• Walsh (2008)-
Qualitative study 
• Bruce (2009)-Teacher 
research of three case 
study groups 
• Vasudevan, Schultz, 
and Bateman (2010)-
Case studies of fifth 
grade students 
• Jocius (2013)-Case 
study 
• Johnson and 
Smagorinsky (2013)-
Case study  
Instruction on 
Multiple Modes 
• Rowsell & 
Decoste 
(2012)-
ethnographic 
study 
• McDermott & 
Hand (2013)-
multiple case 
study 
Digital Tool is 
Important 
• Edwards-
Groves (2011)- 
Case study 
• Jocius (2013)-
Qualitative 
study 
• Johnson & 
Smagorinsky 
(2013)-Case 
study 
STUDIES ON 
MULTIMODAL 
ARGUMENTS 
• Case study of science reports, analyzed for 
elements of Toulmin model 
• 83% of evidence was either visual or numeric 
• Toulmin’s model does not account for increasing 
multimodal nature of arguments 
Whithaus 
(2012) 
• Quasi-experimental study of 119 Turkish university 
students across four sections of science 
•  Control Argument Based Science Inquiry (ABSI) 
and ABSI with multimodal instruction was 
treatment 
• Multimodal instruction outscored control group for 
argument quality and content knowledge. 
 
Demirbag 
& Gunel 
(2014) 
METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
QUESTIONS OF THE FORMATIVE FRAMEWORK 
• What is the pedagogical goal and what theory justifies its value? 
• What is a promising instructional intervention with potential to achieve this goal? 
Prior to Study 
• What factors enhance or inhibit the intervention’s effectiveness in achieving the goal? 
• How can the intervention and its implementation be modified to achieve the goal more 
effectively? 
• Has the educational environment changed as a result of the intervention? 
• What unanticipated positive or negative effects does the intervention produce? 
During Study and Retrospective Analysis 
FORMATIVE EXPERIMENTS 
Pragmatically 
grounded 
Multiple, complex, 
interacting variables 
Generating, testing, 
and refining theory 
Prevalent in literacy 
research 
CONTEXT 
PARTICIPANTS 
▪Two 11th grade English 
College Preparatory 
Classrooms 
▪29 participants, 20 female 
and 9 male 
▪90 minute class periods 
▪English teacher involved in 
NWP work 
SCHOOL 
▪School district eligible for 
the Rural and Low-Income 
School Program for the 
Fiscal Year 2011 (USDOE, 
2011). 
▪Title I School 
▪973 Students, 62% 
Caucasian 
▪53% Eligible for Free and 
Reduced-Price Lunch 
 
 
 
SOURCES OF EVIDENCE 
Quality of Students' Traditional 
Arguments 
• Traditional argumentative writing 
prompt (pre- and post-quantitative data) 
• Student and teacher interviews 
Quality of Students' Digital, 
Multimodal Arguments 
• Digital, multimodal argument prompt 
(pre- and post-) 
• Student artifacts 
• Teacher and student interviews 
Aspects of Formative Framework  
• Observations and field notes 
• Student artifacts 
• Teacher and student interviews 
Context 
• Documentation, such as school and 
teacher websites 
• Archival records, such as NCES data 
and state report cards 
• Interviews with administrators, faculty, 
teachers, and students 
• Observations and field notes 
GOAL 
To increase the quality of conventional and online  
arguments for high school students 
INTERVENTION 
1. Writing arguments (claims, evidence, and warrants) 
2. Process writing  
3. Tools for creating digital, multimodal arguments  
 
Claim 
Evidence 
Warrants 
Argument 
DIGITAL TOOLS 
MIXED METHODS ANALYSIS 
RESULTS 
QUALITATIVE RESULTS 
Enhancing and 
Inhibiting Factors and 
Modifications Made 
Writing Process Philosophy 
•Group Work 
•Independent Work 
•Teaching Experience 
•Writing Practice and 
Beliefs 
•Possible Modifications 
•Enhancing Factors 
Teaching Concerns 
•Assessment 
•Teaching Pressures 
•Possible Modifications 
•Inhibiting Factors 
Lack of Background Knowledge and Experience 
•Experience Writing in Other Environments 
•Length and Amount of Writing 
•Length of Project 
•Most Difficult Item of Project 
•Experience with Technology in Other Environments 
Possible Future 
Modifications 
Strategy Instruction 
•Ability to Research 
•Process and Strategies for 
Digital Writing 
•Process and Strategies for 
Traditional Writing 
Blending Traditional and 
Digital Literacies 
•Ways to Improve Project 
•Length and Amount of 
Writing 
•Length of Project 
Unanticipated 
Outcomes 
Engagement 
•Engagement with Technology 
•Engagement with Writing 
•Completion of Assignments 
•Dissatisfaction with 
Technology 
•Dissatisfaction with Writing 
•Least Difficult Item of Project 
•Technology Experience, 
Application or Beliefs 
•Positive Aspects of Project 
Freedom of Expression 
•Creativity 
•Design of Website 
•Choice 
Changes in Learning 
Environment 
Expanded Conception 
of Argument 
•Student Learnings 
•Parts of Arguments 
•Evidence of Progress 
Toward Goal 
Transfer of Knowledge 
DISCUSSION 
PEDAGOGICAL ASSERTIONS 
Multimodal arguments 
expand students' concept 
of and engagement in 
argument. 
Students seek relevance, 
which makes learning 
engaging. 
There is a need in 
classrooms to blend 
traditional and 
multiliteracies. 
Transfer of learning from 
understanding the concept 
of argument to writing 
arguments is difficult and 
needs further research. 
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